spoke a dozen times, but something throttled her. She felt
petty and awkward, and her meditations on Christmas
grew more cynical. Peace? It may bring other gifts, but is
there a single Londoner to whom Christmas is peaceful?
The craving for excitement and for elaboration has ruined
that blessing. Goodwill ? Had she seen any example of it in
the hordes of purchasers ? Or in herself? She had failed to
respond to this invitation merely because it was a little queer
and imaginative - she, whose birthright it was to nourish
imagination. Better to have accepted, to have tired them-
selves a little by the journey, than coldly to reply: 'Might I
come some other day ?' Her cynicism left her. There would
be no other day. This shadowy woman would never ask her
again.
They parted at the Mansions. Mrs Wilcox went in after
due civilities, and Margaret watched the tall, lonely figure
sweep up the hall to the lift. As the glass doors closed on it
she had the sense of an imprisonment. The beautiful head
disappeared first, still buried in the muff; the long trailing
skirt followed. A woman of undefinable rarity was going up
heavenward, like a specimen in a bottle. And into what a
heaven - a vault as of hell, sooty black, from which soots
descended!
At lunch her brother, seeing her inclined for silence,
insisted on talking. Tibby was not ill-natured, but from
babyhood something drove him to do the unwelcome and
the unexpected. Now he gave her a long account of the
day-school that he sometimes patronized. The account was
interesting, and she had often pressed him for it before,
but she could not attend now, for her mind was focused on
the invisible. She discerned that Mrs Wilcox, though a lov-
ing wife and mother, had only one passion in life - her
house - and that the moment was solemn when she invited
a friend to share this passion with her. To answer * another
day' was to answer as a-fool. 'Another day' will do for
brick and mortar, but not for the Holy of Holies into which
Howards End had been transfigured. Her own curiosity
was slight. She had heard more than enough about it in the
summer. The nine windows, the vine, and the wych-elm
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